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Abstract: In this paper, I suggest that there is an urgent need to design new spaces and
possibilities for democratic participation. With inspiration from the tradition of “junk”
and “adventure playgrounds”, I argue that play design can contribute to expanding the
participatory repertoire within deliberative democracy. Two design experiments are
presented and discussed through the prism of self-determination theory and the findings point to a new understanding of democratic participation and the intrinsic, civic
motivation that drives it. By shifting focus from the classical deliberative ideals of rational discourse towards sensorial, open-ended exploration and creation, new democratic possibilities emerge. Finally, it is argued that such opportunities can foster a
sense of collective joy, which is seen as vital to healthy democratic societies.
Keywords: play design; participatory speculation; democratic participation.

1. Introduction
As this paper begins, I find myself in the company of almost 100 adults, the staff of an entire
school, outside a conference hotel. Just minutes ago, I told a somewhat silly and unbelievable
story, claiming that we had all been transported to a distant future, where our only option
for learning anything about this new predicament would be to explore a big heap of recycled
materials that lay scattered on the ground before us. It would be the sensorial capacity of our
hands and bodies, I insisted, that would help us now, not our rational thinking. My introduction was received with equal parts excitement and reluctance, but after a few moments of
widespread confusion, something happened. Everybody started moving, exploring materials
and the area, picking up tools, drilling, cutting, tying, combining things, making new creations and contraptions. They continued like this for a couple of hours, embracing the opportunity to play, be silly and rambunctious, while also exploring utopian and dystopian visions
for their collective future. The intensity of their engagement with the materials and each
other surprised me, as well as their willingness to put their bodies into play. My initial fears
that they would refuse to play along had been completely misguided.
The anecdote derives from one of my first attempts at co-designing a pop-up junk playground, a design experiment that relates to the primary argument of this paper: there is an
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial
4.0 International Licence.
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urgent need to revisit and reinvigorate our understanding and conception of participation in
democratic societies. If citizens are to maintain the belief that their involvement matters, it
is necessary to design new opportunities for democratic participation, and I suggest doing so
by framing the “junk playground” as an agora for making playful, embodied inquiries into
matters of mutual concern.
My suggestion to expand the repertoire of democratic participation is a reaction to what is
often described as a “crisis of democracy” (Dryzek et al., 2019; van der Meer, 2017), where
support for democracy is in decline (Lam, 2019; Runciman, 2018). The current conditions
have been described as ‘post-democracy’ (Crouch, 2001, 2004) in which governments claim
to be merely administrating the “consequences of global historical necessity” (Ranciere,
2006, p. 81), leaving little to no space for citizens to imagine or choose between different
political alternatives (Mouffe, 2018, para. 72). This risks leading to increased political apathy
and alienation, resulting in a lower quality of citizens’ decision-making capabilities (Porta,
2013, p. 7). If Arendt was right when she argued that “no one could be called happy without
his share in public happiness, that no one could be called free without his experience in public freedom” (Arendt, 1990, p. 255), the question is: where do citizens turn to for those experiences in contemporary democracies? In this paper, I will suggest that the junk playground
may be renegotiated as such a space, building on traditions of public deliberation, while reframing deliberation as playful, embodied inquiries.

2. Related Work
To establish the foundation for a new mode of participation, I am combining theoretical perspectives from within the fields of democracy, design, and play:

2.1 Participation and Deliberation
I follow Della Porta’s argument that participation creates a virtuous circle where opportunities to participate further enhances the urge to participate as well as the quality of said participation (Porta, 2013, p. 41). Kelty et all suggest that available modes of participation in society affect “our collective social imaginary of what participation is and what it can achieve”
(Kelty et al., 2014, p. 12). In other words, participation begets participation, and the existing
modes of participation shapes – and often limits – how we conceive of participation. This
“social imaginary” of democratic participation have in recent years been dominated by the
concept of deliberation, which has been studied through a range of initiatives, such as the
“deliberative poll” (Fishkin, 2011) and mini-publics (Dahl, 1989; Jacquet, 2019). These all
share the intention to bring the political closer to the everyday lives of citizens by cultivating
possibilities for increased democratic participation through deliberation. I draw here on the
definition of deliberation proposed by Mansbridge as “mutual communication that involves
weighing and reflecting on preferences, values, and interests regarding matters of common
concern" (Heller & Rao, 2015, p. 27). Even though “communication” can be interpreted
broadly, deliberation typically builds on a more “talk-centric notion of democracy” (Stephensen, 2016, p. 120), maintaining democratic participation as mostly being a matter of verbal
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communication. While deliberation has been widely praised, studied and used, it has also
been criticized for reinforcing unequal access to participation (Rosanvallon, 2008, p. 298)
and for remaining too focused on the role of reason and rational discourse (Porta, 2013, p.
65).
The more narrow focus has been broadened in recent years, and there is a growing curiosity
towards alternative forms of speech and “creative, playful, emotional, sometimes carnivalesque forms of claim making” (Curato & Parry, 2018, p. 6). This has been encouraged by
what Parkinson and Mansbridge label the “third phase” of deliberative theory (Parkinson &
Mansbridge, 2013, p. 26), a move that shifts from focusing on single deliberative events towards a “deliberative systems approach”. In the systemic approach, the deliberative events
can have different strengths and weaknesses, as they are understood to form a deliberative
ecology that benefits from diversity and a variety of ways of engaging in deliberation
(Parkinson & Mansbridge, 2013, p. 6). Rollo argues that such an approach creates opportunities for the agency of citizens to be exercised in “in networks of informal sites of both speech
and deed” (Rollo, 2017, p. 2). Despite these calls for an expansion of the deliberative repertoire, there is still limited knowledge as to what such possibilities might look like in practice.
Especially relevant for this paper is Asenbaum and Hanusch’s proposal to develop “democratic playgrounds” which “have a particularly strong capacity to unfold the agentic potential
of participants” as “play goes beyond discursive expression” (Asenbaum & Hanusch, 2021, p.
7). They further argue that the democratic playground could cultivate a kind of “democratic
serendipity” and more open-ended explorations of “alternative, more democratic futures”
(Asenbaum & Hanusch, 2021, p. 9). They concede that such democratic playgrounds do not
yet exist and their proposal remains, for now, a theoretical idea, yet they call for further research and experimentation (Asenbaum & Hanusch, 2021, p. 9).

2.2 Play and play spaces
I further argue that deliberation risks becoming too narrow when it is mainly based on rational discourse and with specific outcomes – e.g. decisions - in mind. In seeking to understand democratic deliberation as potentially joyful and less driven by external goals, I turn to
play. It is said that play is autotelic (Sicart, 2014, pt. 335), meaning that it has “only internal
purposes, not ones that transcend it” (Fink, 2016, p. 20). Furthermore, play is widely
acknowledged for being a joyous activity (Hammershøj, 2021) that keeps people “capable of
joy in an otherwise hostile and scary world” (Sutton-Smith et al., 2017, p. 241).
I use the original notion of “junk playgrounds” as it was conceived by the Danish architect C.
Th. Sørensen in 1931 (Sørensen, 1978, p. 54) as a model for my design experiments. These
sites are understood to afford the autonomy to engage in creative, constructive and sensorial play with a variety of artifacts, often discarded or recycled materials (Leichter-Saxby &
Law, 2015; Schultze Henriksen, 2006; Wragg, 2015). The junk or “adventure” playground, as
it is more commonly known, has been described as a “free society in miniature” (Ward,
1961, p. 201), where players can create their own small worlds, fueled by an exploration of
significant societal and existential themes (Sutton-Smith, 2001, p. 231). In such a setting,
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play can become a laboratory for social interaction, where participants together create
“models for living” (Henricks, 2015, pt. 62). This happens through social negotiation processes (Stenros, 2014, p. 176) and “micro-political expressions” (Lester, 2013).

2.3 Democratic co-design and participatory speculation
I build on the tradition of Scandinavian Participatory Design, which from the outset sought
to enhance workplace democracy (Bjerknes & Bratteteig, 1995, p. 74) and to pursue an
“emancipatory commitment” (Robertson & Simonsen, 2012, pp. 2–3). There has been attempts to connect recent deliberative democratic practices to PD and co-design, but these
attempts have not yet seen widespread use (N. Moore, 2019, p. 6). Co-design shares central
traits with deliberative democracy as both seek to strengthen participation and empowerment (Blomkamp, 2018, p. 732). A key difference is that deliberation typically emphasizes
the rational and practical, where design approaches tend to prioritize creativity and abduction (Blomkamp, 2018, p. 735), and I argue that the latter are important, if often absent,
components of healthy democratic conversations.
A specific attempt at developing new democratic formats through co-design is introduced by
Binder et al, when they suggest conducting democratic design experiments in order to “enrich the current repertoire of democratic engagement and expression” (Binder et al., 2015,
p. 153). While their approach is not connected to more recent studies of deliberative democracy, I share their intention to make “issues experientially available to such an extent that
‘the possible’ becomes tangible” (Binder et al., 2015, p. 163). I also agree that such experiments can be driven by “what-if questions” (Binder et al., 2015, p. 162), which connects well
with the growing field of speculative design. A similar approach has recently been proposed
by DiSalvo, when he argues that design experiments allows us to explore “how we might
make and experience our communal lives differently” (DiSalvo, 2022, p. 15).
Like both Binder et al and DiSalvo, I engage with “what-if” scenarios as the catalyst for exploring alternatives to the current conditions (Fauré & Wangel, 2021, p. 49; Knutz & Markussen, 2014, p. 8.2). Where speculative design is often primarily concerned with designed artifacts (Biggs & Desjardins, 2020; Wakkary et al., 2015), I draw on “participatory speculation”
(Gatehouse, 2020; Gerber, 2018). This approach can be used to create conditions for “communal explorations for what kinds of futures we want” (Shklovski & Grönvall, 2020, p. 6), often through physical formats such as mock-ups and prototypes (Shklovski & Grönvall, 2020,
p. 7). When I invite participants in the playground to engage in participatory speculation
with discarded materials, I see one possible answer to Dunne & Raby’s call for “social dreaming” and their request for “new visions for everyday life” (Dunne & Raby, 2013, p. 169),
which are central issues in this paper.

3.Methodology
I work in the tradition of constructive design research (I. K. Koskinen et al., 2011, p. 5) where
the pop-up junk playground serve as my research prototype (I. Koskinen & Frens, 2017). I
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propose a research program that revolves around the framing of the junk playground as an
agora, where citizens gather to make speculative inquiries around issues of mutual concern.

3.1 Designing experiments
In the early experiments discussed in this paper, the aim has been to explore the “junk playground as agora”, and how it might allow participants to engage in playful, embodied deliberation. We have co-designed a prototype of a “pop-up junk playground”, inspired by traditional adventure playgrounds (Schultze Henriksen, 2006; Shier, 1984; Wragg, 2015) as well
as other pop-up initiatives such as “Pop-Up Adventure Play1” in the US and UK and “WhatBox2” in Denmark. The goal was to establish a space that felt intriguing and open enough
that many different forms of engagement would be possible. I draw inspiration from the
“theory of loose parts” (Nicholson, 1971), which is considered central to adventure playgrounds and which states that “the degree of inventiveness and creativity, and the possibility of discovery, are directly proportional to the number and kind of variables in it”(Nicholson, 1971, p. 30). These "variables” are, in Nicholson’s terms, equal to “loose parts”, which is
a term often used to describe the physical materials available for play and construction in
the junk /adventure playgrounds. As loose parts for my experiments, I have collected a wide
range of discarded physical materials and artifacts, small and big, of different textures and
tactilities. Big things like iron rods, tires, wooden pallets, board and beams, tarps, banners,
pipes, tubes, and old electronics, as well as smaller things such as cans, beads, figures, yarn
etc. These materials were spread around the sites of the experiments to evoke curiosity and
invite participants to start exploring and building.
I have introduced the experiments through a short narrative, suggesting that we were in the
future with no people around to tell us what had happened. Instead, we would have to explore the materials and new possible configurations of these to learn what the future could
tell us about specific issues, which varies from experiment to experiment. Here I sought to
establish “fictional space as design space” through the narrative “game-of-make-believe”
mediated by props that “gives mandate to imagination” (Knutz et al., 2016, p. 12). I sought
to convey a sense of estrangement, hoping to strike a meaningful balance between the
strange and the familiar (Kjaersgaard & Boer, 2015). The purpose of these efforts was to inspire and encourage participants to move away from what they know, pushing them from
rational thought and discourse towards more sensorially grounded experiences.

3.2 Introducing experiments
I have conducted a total of seven experiments which all contribute to my understanding of
the “junk playground as agora”. In this paper, I mainly refer to two of these experiments:

1

https://www.popupadventureplay.org/

2

https://whatbox.dk/
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No

Domain

No of participants

Duration

Setting

1

Primary school

+90

4 hours

Outdoors

2

Higher education

6

4 hours

Indoors

Both share the same framing as described above, where participants were introduced to the
experiment through a short narrative before they were asked to explore the materials and
create a prototype that could inspire a short story to be shared at the end.
The first experiment was designed in collaboration with the staff from a primary school, who
were particularly interested in creativity, imagination and “setting the students free” from
the more rigid structures. This experiment took place outside a conference hotel, in a large
area with grass, trees and a small forest nearby. The groups, 11 in total, spread all over the
area, and many of them made active use of the surroundings. The energy levels were quite
high all the way through, and the high number of participants made it possible for the
groups to inspire and energize each other.
The second experiment was designed together with a higher education institution as part of
a course module, where the central themes revolved around “democratic co-creation” and
new ways of engaging with citizens. This took place indoors, at a recycling depot. Due to the
small number of participants, we only had one group working together, yet while the energy
seemed low at times, the participants ended up being dedicated and excited.

3.3 Inspired by ethnographic methods
My design experiments draw on visual (Pink, 2021), as I seek to better comprehend the experience of the bodily engagement with materials and each other. As part of my design experiments, I have used the following methods:
-

Participant observation and field notes

-

Video recordings and photos

-

Shared reflection sessions

-

“Post cards from the future”

The post cards have been used as an experimental method to reflect on the experience
while remaining in the fictional universe of pretend play. While still acting as their “future
self”, I have asked the participants to write a post card to their past self about the experience they just had.

3.4 Ethical considerations
The experiments discussed in this paper are accompanied by several ethical concerns, especially related to my intention to invite participants to join experiments that are, by design,
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unpredictable and uncertain. I take inspiration from Pink, Yakama and Sumartojo when they
discuss the ethics of unsettling participants in research projects (Pink et al., 2018, p. 78).
They argue that instead of a more traditional approach with “predictive risk mitigation”, a
more “processual approach to ethics” is required (Pink et al., 2018, pp. 126–127). Instead of
adhering only to general guidelines, it is essential to develop a sensitivity towards the specific situations, provide a safe space for the participants and make it easy and legitimate to
opt out.
Fundamentally, the research must ensure that no participants suffer any harm because of
their participation. First, all participants have been adults and I have obtained informed consent from everyone, who have also been allowed to step out of the experiments if they
wanted to. No names are used, visual documentation is stored securely, and only used for
research and dissemination, where faces are blurred out.
I have aimed to co-design these experiments a form of collaborative research, where we are
together in joint inquiries. As Pink argue, collaborative research may have the potential to
lead towards a more “appropriate ethical approach” (Pink, 2006, p. 53), as all participants
are involved in shaping the research process. I thus agree with Uldbjerg when she states that
the research process should seek to “meet the participants’ needs and interests as well as
those of the researcher by making the two perspectives converge” (Uldbjerg, 2021, p. 56).
While I argue that the participants have developed a sense of ownership and the confidence
to shape the experiments to be meaningful for them, there is no doubt that I have played a
central role as researcher, instigator, and facilitator of the experiments. Here I follow Otto
and Smith when they argue that, in design anthropology, the researcher should also be “facilitators of knowledge and meaningful practices that transform the present” (Gunn, 2013, p.
13).

3.5 Analysis
My approach to analysis is open-ended, and I consider analysis to be a creative, interpretive
process (Ballestero, 2021, p. 3). I am inspired by Pink’s notion of the “ethnographic hunch”,
as I seek to remain open to “knowing, feeling, and thinking differently through our contact
with other people’s worlds” (Ballestero, 2021, p. 33). Through a thorough “reading” of transcripts, field notes, post cards, images and video recordings, I try to identify themes that are
repeating in the data (G. Ryan & Bernard, 2003, p. 89). I combine these themes with my own
observations and bodily memories from the experiments. I have then identified situations
that may contain possible insight about participation and deliberation. As I will discuss in the
following section, I have decided to analyze the themes using self-determination theory, as it
resonates with both the data and my own experience.
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4. Analysis and discussion
I will now move on to analyze my findings through the prism of self-determination theory
(SDT), a widely applied theory concerned with “the social conditions that facilitate and hinder human flourishing” (R. M. Ryan & Deci, 2018, p. 3). I chose this approach, because provides a fruitful way of understanding what made participants enjoy the experience and how
they experienced a sense of agency through their participation. SDT states that to sustain
healthy human development, three basic phycological needs must be met: the need for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. In the following, I will unfold each of these dimensions in relation to findings from my experiments.

4.1 Autonomy
Autonomy is defined by the sense that “one’s behaviors are self-endorsed, or congruent
with one’s authentic interests and values” (R. M. Ryan & Deci, 2018, p. 10). Further, autonomy is not the same as being independent of others, but rather “to feel a sense of willingness and choice when acting” (Deci & Vansteenkiste, 2004, p. 25). I thus understand autonomy as a vital dimension of participation and the potential for increased agency in democratic societies.
The sense of autonomy was initially challenged in many cases by the feeling of losing control, a cause of some frustration and confusion. With the narrative framing and the limited
guidance, it seems that I pushed some participants into a situation where they did not know
how to react. If they were to move forward towards autonomy, they first had to come to
terms with not being able to dictate neither the process nor the end results.
The open-ended nature of the experiments was a deliberate choice to create a situation,
where the participants would have to explore their individual and collective agency anew.
This is embraced by many, such as demonstrated in the following account from a participant:
“It was fun to create a world, a “station”, with others. We ascribed the values and
qualities to the materials that fit the expression. To the message. But how did we
come to agree on the message? What did we want to say? I actually don’t know. There
was no overall plan or goal. Even so, we worked towards the same direction, towards
the wild. The natural against the unnatural. Maybe the topic is contradictions – and
consequences of choices?”

The quote describes a situation where the participants felt sufficient autonomy to freely pursue both individual and shared impulses and ideas, something that can be identified across
numerous accounts. They may not have known exactly what to do or how to do it, but they
became confident enough that they could, at least partly, exert autonomy in creating their
own conditions for dealing with this uncertainty.
I also take it as a sign that this experience of autonomy resonated on a deeper level when
some of the teachers from the first experiment stated that they wanted to bring it into the
classroom:
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“Don’t make a closed assignment, let the assignment be open and let the children contribute to the shaping of the assignment. Don’t make the framing too narrow”.

It seems that the open-ended design of the experiment caused them to reflect on the “design” of their own teaching, and how they may tend to make too many decisions beforehand
and create too rigid a course structure, leaving little space for the autonomy of their own
students.

4.2 Competence
Competence is understood as a basic need to feel “effectance and mastery” (R. M. Ryan &
Deci, 2018, p. 11) and “a sense that one can succeed and grow” (R. M. Ryan & Deci, 2020, p.
2).
Even if most participants have felt somewhat out of their depth, the experience also contributed to feelings of competence. In fact, there seems to be a connection between the unknown situation and learning to navigate the uncertainty. One of the major struggles for
many participants have been the shift from rational thought and discourse towards the sensorial experiences in the interaction between bodies and physical materials. It seems the
participants’ own bodies contributed to the frustration and loss of control. Many express
that they were simply not used to or felt competent in “listening to” their bodies in engaging
with physical materials to make inquiries and express themselves. “out of your head and into
your hands” as one person put it and further elaborated on the postcard:
“I have just been exposed to a situation – an assignment, which frustrated me a lot. I
was challenged on my imagination, or perhaps rather my often very concrete way of
thinking. It can be hard to move out of your head and into your hands. I will not claim
that I succeeded. I fell in love with a big iron pipe/rod, which constrained my creative
and imaginative journey into an unknown future”

Though she “would not claim that she succeeded”, her words nonetheless indicate that she
feels like she has taken a big step towards following her hands. Her humorous comment
about “falling in love with a big iron pipe” at least show some willingness and capacity to follow the materials rather than merely looking for something to manifest whatever predetermined ideas she may have had.
Across the experiments, there has been experiences of ideas, thoughts, conversations and
physical manifestations emerging out of the interactions between people, materials and the
surroundings, without the participants necessarily knowing how this came about. Many have
expressed being surprised by what emerged out of the encounters, as well as how they managed to cope with the uncertainty. This mirrors findings by Heimann and Roepstorff, who
demonstrates that participants in a study of the motivational aspects of playfulness were
surprised by their own capacity for creativity, something they take as an experience of competence (Heimann & Roepstorff, 2018, p. 12). I see a similar situation in my experiments,
where many participants have expressed feeling surprised by their individual and collective
creativity.
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Competence also shows when some of the participants express feeling like they have managed to move beyond their own preconceptions of who they are and how they can behave
in social contexts:
”Dear... I think you are brave. You were also brave earlier this morning, but today you
have been closer to creating something with your fellow students than ever before. It
felt good to take a step back, let go of control and surrender to the process. Important
development towards who you want to be and what you want to be a part of.”

What is expressed here resonates with the understanding that play is about “expressing ourselves—who we want to be, or who we don’t want to be” (Sicart, 2014, para. 169). The experience seems to have reminded this participant and several others that they have the capacity and the courage to show and explore dimensions of themselves that they otherwise
hide from public view.

4.3 Relatedness
Finally, the experiments conveyed a feeling of “relatedness”, which is typically described as
the need of ”belonging and feeling significant among others” (R. M. Ryan & Deci, 2018, p.
11).
For some, interacting with and relying on the others in the group was part of what made the
experience challenging. They were not told how to organize the groups, and thus had to negotiate new social configurations, roles and expectations on the fly:
“I think it was a little hard, because we were so many, who had to take control, I
thought we would have more time, my process, I think slowly sometimes, so I just had
to…I think it was challenging, also that we had to find each other in the end and agree
about what to do.”

This is not surprising, given that people with different opinions and ideas were asked to work
together with little guidance and under some amount of time pressure. However, it was also
in most cases the sense of belonging, interdependence and shared meaning-making that
made the experience engaging:
“In the beginning, it was hard. I didn’t think I had any ideas, but it was wonderful to
experience that by working TOGETHER we found new ideas and motivation and that
helped me”

For many, the others were simply a source of joy and inspiration:
“I have been on a journey this afternoon, where there was much joy () together with
colleagues I don’t normally talk to. One idea followed the other, and maybe we didn’t
talk that much () but it was so much fun and there was a delightful feeling of community”

These many expressions of feeling joy as a result of the social interaction in the experiments
has encouraged me to explore the notion of “collective joy” (Segal, 2018) in the following
section.

10

The junk playground as agora: designing spaces to reinvigorate democratic participation

5. From self determination to collective joy
Throughout this paper, I have argued that there is a potential to enrich democratic participation by designing for playful encounters in the context of “junk playgrounds”. Seeking to better grasp the nature of this participation, I have discussed selected findings through the
prism of self-determination theory. While I believe that SDT can indeed form the basis of
fruitful contributions to democratic participation, it does seem to leave us with a dominant
focus on the individual experience. To counterbalance this individual perspective, I propose
to combine SDT with the idea of “collective joy”, a concept I borrow from Lynne Segal (Segal,
2018), who argues that such joy “gives rise to new types of political perceptions and possibilities” (Segal, 2018, p. 260).
During my experiments, there have been many visible and audible signs of joy, most notably
perhaps the widespread laughing, but also the loud voices, the heightened energy, bodies
moving rapidly etc. Many mention forgetting about time and place, a characteristic often explained as immersion in play experiences (Ermi & Mäyrä, 2005):
“Lovely day. Process – everything emerged out of what everyone was doing, everybody was active, shared ideas, we went in and out of each other’s ideas and shared
our own. Play – immersion – the idea grew out of our actions, words – cues for each
other. The beginning was uncertain, fumbling, more and more story, more and more
form/body of what we were all doing. The play grew, was fun, kept being fun, developing, because everyone joined in”

This experience resonates with Segal’s argument that collective joy typically emanates from
being “fully absorbed or lost in something clearly bigger than ourselves, free for a while
from exactly that self-monitoring that disciplines our daily lives” (Segal, 2018, p. 263).
Some of those participants who have been most skeptical also seemed to have had the most
profound experiences. A woman described how she was initially very reluctant to step into
the world I invited them to join, expressing a strong internal resistance. She shared with us
how she, by pushing herself into the process, engaging with the others, the materials, and
the surrounding nature, she forgot about her initial reservations, as well as her desire to
reach a goal or produce a specific result. As she said, “she had just been playing really, really
well”.
I understand her story as a vibrant experience of the collective joy that she felt despite her
initial reluctance, and a reminder that it may indeed be possible to “turn the struggles for
greater participatory democracy into sites of collective exhilaration, given the creativity,
strength and agency we can gain from one another along the way” (Segal, 2018, p. 259).
Focusing on collective joy can also encourage a shift from “solutionism”, in which democratic
participation is expected to yield “expected change” (Asenbaum & Hanusch, 2021, p. 2), towards more open-ended exploration, where the experience of participation may also be valuable and rewarding in and of itself. I believe that understanding what collective joy feels
like is essential not just to the individual citizen, but to the health of democratic societies.
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Furthermore, if the notion of “collective joy” can remind us that democracy is also always a
joint effort to create the best possible conditions for human flourishing, it seems the junk
playground can potentially be a laboratory for embodying these inquiries.

6. Conclusions
The experiments I have discussed in this paper were an initial exploration of the “junk playground as agora”, potentially affording a different space for engaging in playful deliberation.
By shifting focus from the classical deliberative ideals of rational discourse towards sensorial,
open-ended exploration and creation, other forms of participation are made possible.
My findings draw out a process of participation that typically begin with attempts to stay in
control proceeding towards the loss of control, a lingering in uncertainty which can lead to
emerging and surprising experiences and ideas. When analyzed using SDT as a prism, these
findings point to a new understanding of democratic participation and the intrinsic motivation that drives it, as well as considerations for designing for the spaces where this might
happen.
Instead of seeking to show how this approach may lead to certain tangible outcomes or decisions, my primary aim has been to examine participation driven by intrinsic needs, and, ultimately, the possibility of experiencing collective joy. In conclusion, I hypothesize that collective joy holds great potential for reinvigorating democratic societies, if the possibilities for
such experiences were to be considered a regular feature of democratic life.

7. Future Research
My concluding suggesting that “collective joy” can contribute to a reinvigoration of democratic participation only scratches the surface and calls for further studies. Another aspect
that warrants further examination pertains to the balance between open-ended experimentation and the potential for the adventure playground to gather citizens around issues of importance. What happens, for instance, if participants are asked to pursue more specific
goals?
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